The reasons for this progressive loss of women from science careers are hotly debated. Some people attribute it to institutional discrimination, for which there is some evidence. For example, in 1999, the Massachusetts Institute of Technology found that female faculty had lower salaries, less space and fewer resources than men with equivalent accomplishments. Psychology studies also show that when evaluating resumes, people tend to rate the accomplishments of moderately good male candidates as better than those of equivalent female candidates.
Another possibility is that women reduce their career success by investing more effort in their home life than men. This idea was strongly supported by a multivariate analysis from the US National Science Foundation in 2004, which found that gender differences in career success were entirely attributable to the differential effects of marriage and family on women and men. Women who were married and had children were substantially less likely to be in tenure track positions or to have tenure than their male counterparts, whereas males showed no effect of family status. Women who had children later in their careers were more likely to earn tenure, suggesting that early childbearing may interfere with career success. Thus having a family has a detrimental effect on women's careers, but not on men's careers.
Other commentators have suggested that the discrepancy is a natural result of differences in talent or inclination between women and men, and thus it is not realistic to aim for gender parity in scientific careers. The strong form of this argument is that innate cognitive differences cause fewer women than men to have the ability to do good work in certain fields, particularly those requiring mathematical expertise. A softer variant says that academic success requires an aggressive and competitive attitude that is more common among men 1 .
As we have discussed previously 2 , women and men do show consistent cognitive differences in some areas, such as spatial reasoning, that are probably biological. However, it seems disingenuous to attribute the entire gender discrepancy to innate factors while female scientists remain demonstrably disadvantaged by the uneven allocation of career resources at work and at home. The situation is reminiscent of the debate over the US Title IX law, which prohibited sex discrimination in any educational activity, including sports programs, for schools receiving federal funding. Opponents argued that few girls wanted to play sports, so the money would be wasted. In 1972, when the law passed, 1 in 27 high school girls played varsity sports; today the number is 1 in 2.5. Similarly, removing structural barriers to women's success in the laboratory should be the minimal prerequisite to determining appropriate goals for female representation in science. í
